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I N T R O D U C T I O N  &  B A C K G R O U N D   

 

HISTORY OF LAND ACQUISITION  

In 1965, the Utah Division of State Lands and Forestry exchanged both school trust lands and 

sovereign lands within the newly-designated Canyonlands National Park for Bureau of Land 

Management (BLM) lands north of Moab. These lands were managed by the Division of State 

Lands and Forestry until July 1994 when State Lands and Forestry divided into what are now 

known as the School and Institutional Trust Lands Administration (SITLA) and the Division of 

Forestry, Fire and State Lands (DFFSL). At that time, certain parcels in the vicinity of Crescent 

Junction and Courthouse Ridge were selected from the Canyonlands exchange for their 

paleontological and wildlife habitat values to be managed as sovereign lands (hereafter referred 

to as Moab Sovereign Exchange Landsò), while the remaining lands were designated as 

SITLA-administered lands. 

(See Figure 1 and Figure 2: Maps of Moab Sovereign Exchange Lands) 

The Moab Sovereign Exchange Lands are different from most sovereign lands managed by 

DFFSL. UTAH CODE § 65A-1-1 defines sovereign lands as ñthose lands lying below the 

ordinary high watermark of navigable bodies of water at the date of statehood and owned by 

the state by virtue of its sovereigntyò. Since the exchange, DFFSL rules have been revised to 

expand this definition to include land received in exchange for sovereign lands. As a result, the 

exchange lands to be managed under this comprehensive management plan are considered 

sovereign lands and will be managed in accordance with the Public Trust Doctrine and 

multiple-use, sustained-yield principals despite the fact that they are not shoreline, riverbed or 

lakebed lands. 

(See Figure 1 and Figure 2: Maps of Moab Sovereign Exchange Lands) 

 

MANAGEMENT DIRECTIVES FOR SOVEREIGN LANDS  

In Utah, sovereign lands are defined by rule as ñthose lands lying below the ordinary high 

water mark of navigable bodies of water at the date of statehood and owned by the state by 

virtue of its sovereignty or land received in exchange for sovereign landò. The Moab 

Sovereign Exchange Lands fall under this definition and were selected for their public trust 

values. Public trust values are typically considered uses such as lake and stream navigation 

and recreational uses such as hunting, fishing and trapping. Public trust values can also include 

conservation and preservation. The establishment of Canyonlands National Park ensured 

protection of these public trust values on sovereign lands of the Colorado River while providing 

for an exchange of sovereign land to the National Park Service, taken for acreage that is not near 

a navigable body of water. While public trust values are typically associated with only 

navigable bodies of water, these values will be considered in management decisions regarding 

the Moab Sovereign Exchange Lands due to the fact that the exchange lands are considered 

sovereign. The Moab Sovereign Exchange Lands were selected for their wildlife, scenic, 

recreational and paleontological values (Division of State Lands and Forestry, Record of 

Decision 94-0602- EXCH 48, 2-3). 
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PUBLIC TRUST DOCTRINE  

Under Roman law and perhaps earlier, the air, sea and running waters were common to all 

citizens and the separate property of none. All rivers and ports were public and the right of 

fishing was common to all. Any person was at liberty to use the seashore to the highest tide, as 

long as they did not interfere with the use of the sea or beach by others. The influence of Roman 

civil law carries forward through English common law to todayôs Public Trust doctrine, which 

recognizes the special public interest in rivers, lakes, tidelands and waters. Thus, sovereign 

lands are held in trust by the state for the benefit of the public. 

The Public Trust doctrine is flexible and accommodates changing demands for Public Trust 

resources. DFFSL is the management authority for sovereign lands in Utah. As such, they may 

exchange, sell, or lease sovereign lands, but only in the quantities and for the purposes that 

serve the public interest and do not interfere with the public trust (UTAH CODE § 65A-10-1). 

DFFSL administers state lands under comprehensive land management programs using 

multiple-use sustained yield principles (UTAH CODE § 65A-2-1). There is no particular 

hierarchy of uses. Uses at Moab Sovereign Exchange Lands include motorized and non-

motorized recreation; grazing; wildlife protection; research and protection of paleontological 

resources; camping; availability of potash and other minerals, chemicals and petrochemicals 

to aid the stateôs economy; and public access along county roads for recreation and hunting. 

Implementation of multiple-use and other legislative polices for Moab Sovereign Exchange 

Lands are subject to consistency with Public Trust obligations and must avoid substantial 

impairment of the Public Trust. As trustee, DFFSL must strive for an appropriate balance 

among compatible and competing uses. Given the stateôs duty to manage sovereign lands for 

the public, sale of sovereign lands is generally precluded by the constitutionally imposed duty 

of the state to manage sovereign lands for the public. Exceptions to the prohibition could be 

made if the disposition itself further enhances the public interest. The Utah Legislature has 

chosen to protect the public interest in hunting, trapping and fishing when sovereign land is 

sold or leased by requiring that òthe lease, contract of sale, or deed shall contain a provision 

that provisions be made preserving appropriate public access and useò (UTAH CODE Ä 23-2 

1 -4). 

Similarly, under some circumstances, DFFSL may authorize through lease provisions, a 

lessee or grantee to restrict public access on affected sovereign land to fully enjoy the rights 

granted under a lease, permit, or sale. Examples include restrictions during mining operations, 

construction of improvements, harbor operations, military operations and access to personal 

property. 
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LEGAL AUTHORITY  

DFFSL is
 
the executive authority for the management of sovereign lands in Utah (UTAH 

CODE § 65A-1-4), including the Moab Sovereign Exchange Lands. Title 65A of the Utah 

Code, entitled State Lands, establishes the Division and the DFFSL Advisory Council and 

sets forth the powers and responsibilities of the DFFSL and council. 

UTAH CODE § 65A-2-1 states that
ñ
[the Division of Forestry, Fire and State Lands] shall 

administer state lands under comprehensive land management programs using multiple-use, 

sustained-yield principles.ò Briefly stated, the overarching management objectives of DFFSL 

are to protect and sustain the trust resources and to provide for reasonable beneficial uses of 

those resources, consistent with their long-term protection and conservation. This means that 

DFFSL will manage the Moab Sovereign Exchange Lands and their resources under multiple-

use, sustained-yield principles (UTAH CODE § 65A-2-1) by implementing legislative policies 

and accommodating public and private uses to the extent that those policies and uses do not 

substantially impair Public Trust resources and the sustainability of the natural resources are 

maintained. Any beneficial use of Public Trust resources is subsidiary to long-term conservation 

of resources. 

 

 

 

PURPOSE OF THE COMPREHENSIVE MANAGEMENT PLAN  

The purpose of this plan is to provide guidance to DFFSL in the management of the Moab 

Sovereign Exchange Lands and define the long-term management goals and objectives of 

these sovereign lands. The following are the general goals that the development and 

implementation of this comprehensive management plan (CMP) hope to achieve: 

1. Identify and define the Division management objectives for the Moab Exchange Lands. 

2. Assess the current, known conditions of the ecological, cultural, historical, paleontological, 

recreation, wildlife and mineral resources within each parcel and determine needs for 

further assessment and study. 

3. Describe the existing uses within each parcel, any existing or potential conflicts between 

these uses and identify appropriate future uses that are consistent with the management 

objectives, Public Trust values and multiple use/sustained-yield principles. 

4. Identify partnership opportunities with federal, state and nonprofit partners. 
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FIGURE 1: MAP OF SOVEREIGN EXCHANGE LANDS GEOGRAPHICAL 

LOCATION  


